There were those of the many conferences, here and in Europe, where Veronica spoke of her speciality -Australian Literature-with knowledge and conviction. At the same time, and often in the same presentation, she spoke with great sadness about the dispossession of Aboriginal Australians: the loss of their lives, their land, their language and culture. Both of these concerns -for literature and for the loss of Aboriginal culture-came together in her last major work, her comprehensive biography of the poet Judith Wright.
In South of My Days (1998) two of Australia's most important women writers -poet and biographer-came together in a major undertaking. They were a perfect match.
South of My
Days is the life-story of one of Australia's most brilliant poets, a sustaining poetic voice for well over sixty years. It's also a love story, of Wright's long association with Jack McKinney, the birth of their daughter, their life together at Mount Tamborine and their association with prominent literary and artistic people. It also provides a detailed account of Wright's ancestral heritage: that of the Wyndham and Wright families. As prominent pastoralists for generations, Wright's ancestors were certainly involved in Aboriginal dispossession and would clearly have been aware of Aboriginal massacre. Judith Wright concedes this herself, with great sadness (Brady 1998, p. 191) . This ancestral material is so detailed and so authentic that it must have been provided by the poet herself. At the same time, there are significant omissions. There is no mention, for instance, of Wright's long and passionate love affair, towards the end of her life, with Nugget Coombes, Australia's most influential economist and public servant. This was so sensitive a matter at the time that I cannot imagine Veronica Brady opposing its omission (Capp 2009).
Also, and possibly most importantly for Veronica and Judith herself, the biography charts Wright's leading part in the struggle for the preservation of Queensland's flora and fauna and the battle to save the Great Barrier Reef from mining and other predatory activities. It also analyses the way this struggle is reflected in the poetry. (pp. 187-190) . While the blue crane is the 'certain heir' of this place, the poet, because of the 'arrogant guilt' of her ancestors will always, sadly, be estranged from it.
Because of its emotional power and its sadness, this is one of my favourite Wright poems. It too sings in my mind in the quietness of the night. * At many conferences in Australia and overseas, and specifically at the Oviedo EACLALS Conference in 1996, Veronica Brady spoke with great feeling and conviction about the loss of Aboriginal languages.
Happily, this is not the case in the area where I now live. The tribal lands of the Bundjalung in northern NSW stretch from north of the Clarence River to above the Queensland border. While the British place-names are an obvious act of appropriation, the retention of Bundjalung place-names -Wollongbah, Newrybah, Billynudgel and so on-are a gesture, perhaps merely a token gesture, but still an acknowledgment of Aboriginal culture. The retention of the Bundjalung language is a different matter. It is still a living, a spoken language.
Some forty years ago, linguists working on the various Bundjalung dialects 2 were astonished to find that not only were the old people still speaking the language, and still are, so too were the children. The languages have survived and live on. Meanwhile decades of linguistic study have resulted in the publication of the dictionary and grammar of the various Bundjalung dialects.
3 For Veronica, this would have been totally reassuring.
* So now to my voices in the night -the great owl, the possums, the tribal snake, the poet and her biographer-I can add the soft murmur of the old Bundjalung women, singing in the quietness of the night from Wollongbar to Mullumbimby, from the Clarence River to the Border Ranges.
*
The night is full of meaning.
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